E-banking is defined as the automated delivery of new and traditional banking products and services directly to customers through electronic, interactive communication channels. "Pure online" banks are characterized by the absence of physical windows and front-office personnel. Traditional banks are still integrating traditional distribution channels with online ones; the scenario is therefore still evolving over time. Despite the intrinsic potentialities, Italy is far from being a leader in the usage of innovative online instruments in the banking system and will struggle with new innovation waves. In this paper, we measure the potential effective ebanking usage. Furthermore, we investigate the behaviour of users and adopters, identifying the major causes influencing satisfaction and usage and the impact of these different causes on the intensity of utilization. The analysis is based on a panel of 495 real users, thus allowing the profiling of the Italian adopter to discover the causes of usage and outline strategies for the growth of e-banking services in Italy.
Introduction
The financial and economic crisis, which began in 2008, permeating throughout the production and service sectors, influencing business performances (e.g. [1, 2] ), pushed companies to develop new and innovative customer-oriented services in order to maintain competitiveness against competitors. In this paper we analyse the available pure and hybrid e-banking services in Italy and examine the role of passive and proactive users. Recent research efforts have continuously suggested that efficiency increases with the level of ebanking usage. With reference to different countries in Europe, efficiency augments the overall capacity of users to adapt to new technologies or ways of doing business by improving personal ability to draw new results from traditional channels [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] . Even though e-banking is a predominantly goal-directed service, the computermediated channel provides wider possibilities for hedonic perceptions and behaviours [8, 9] .
The interactive nature of online channels opens new possibilities for exploratory behaviour, traditionally linked to intrinsic motivation [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] . The literature refers to the Internet as a channel that simultaneously provides recreational and utilitarian features [15] [16] [17] [18] . However, despite the evidence that online banking provides many advantages, such as faster transaction speed and lower handling fees [19] , there are still a large group of customers who are reluctant to adopt such services [20, 21] . Understanding the reasons for this resistance would be useful for bank managers in formulating strategies aimed at increasing online banking usage.
The challenge of this work is therefore to prove the existence of the flow construct (also called cognitive absorption or playfulness) as representative of the hedonic component at a typical goal-directed service such as internet banking.
In our study the basic assumption is that banking consumers have to be proactive in detecting relevant trends and early signals provided by the environment within which the organization operates. We measure the potential e-banking usage by means its effective usage. Then, we investigate the behaviour of users, identifying the major causes influencing real adopters' satisfaction and usage and the impact of these causes on the intensity of use. The analysis is based on a panel of 495 real online clients, allowing the profiling of the Italian adopter to discover the causes of factual usage and outline strategies for the growth of e-banking services in this country.
Although several research projects have focused on the factors that impact on the adoption of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) or Internet over the past decade [22] [23] [24] [25] [26] [27] [28] [29] , there is limited empirical work which captures the success factors or positive factors of online banking to help form a strategic agenda. In this study, we explore and integrate the advantages of online banking to develop a predictor named "satisfaction" to explain and predict customer intention to adopt online banking.
Our research may give practitioners an increased understanding of customers' risk perceptions which can then be used to develop strategies and trust-building mechanisms [30] [31] [32] [33] [34] to encourage online trading adoption. Indeed, in order to gain and maintain the long lasting trust of their customers, companies have to adopt a socially responsible behaviour aligning their conduct to consumer values and beliefs [35, 36] . In particular, in the banking sector customers are more sensible to trust issues [37] .
The main purposes of this study are twofold:
The first aim is to investigate whether satisfaction significantly impacts customers' behavioural intention to use online banking. The second aim is to clarify which factors are more influential in affecting the decision to use online banking.
The paper is organized into six sections. In the next section we discuss the advantages of online banking. In Section 3 we provide the preliminaries and the background material for our study. Then, we focus the objective of our study, outlining a model of the e-banking usage, and propose the related measurement framework. Reliability measures and construct validity measures are carried out. Finally, we present a short discussion of the implications of the research and consider possible future directions for research in the concluding section.
The advantages of online banking
Online banking has recently come to be considered as one of the most effective banking transaction methods [38] because it possesses many advantages which offline banking channels cannot offer. Online banking managers aim to utilize these advantages to increase the online banking adoption rate.
Based to a certain extent on reasons offered by Lee [39] , there are two main types of perceived benefits, which can be categorized as direct and indirect advantages. Direct advantages refer to immediate and tangible benefits that customers would enjoy by using online banking. For example, customers can benefit from series of services [40] , as a wider range of financial benefits, faster transaction speed, and increased information transparency. First, this wider range of financial benefits includes the lower transaction handling fees, higher deposit rates, opportunities to win prizes and extra credit card bonus points. Second, the faster transaction speed obviously means that time can be saved since online banking does not need paper documents, the processing of which can give rise to errors and delays, and which also requires more personnel. Online banking automates this process by mediating transactions through websites and electronic data interchange, and can also reduce the need for customers to communicate with bank staff regarding transaction details because these can be obtained from a website. Third, during the transaction, online banking allows customers to monitor contractual performance at any time, or to confirm delivery automatically. In other words, more relevant information is immediately available and transparent to customers.
Indirect advantages are those benefits that are more intangible and difficult to measure [41, 42] . For example, online banking allows customer to perform banking transactions anywhere in the world and enjoy 24-hour service, as well as offering customers more investment opportunities and services, such as stock quotations and news updates. The factors outlined above are the perceived benefits that will be considered in the preliminary model of online banking adoption [43] .
A model of e-banking usage
In this section we investigate the factors influencing the usage of e-banking services and measure both the satisfaction level of consumers and their level of usage. The starting point is based on recent studies on intrinsic motivation in online banking [44, 45] . In particular, starting from a recent paper dealing with the role of intrinsic motivation in Portuguese Internet banking [46, 47] , we focus our interest on the satisfaction levels modelled both as constituent elements of the service (perceived quality and usage facility) and elements related to behavioural elements (intrinsic motivation) [48] [49] [50] . The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) has been proven successful in predicting and explaining human behaviour across various information technologies [49, [51] [52] [53] . According to the TPB, a person's actual behaviour in performing certain actions is directly influenced by his or her behavioural intention and, in turn, is jointly determined by his or her attitude, subjective norms and perceived behavioural controls towards the behaviour. Behavioural intention is a measure of the strength of one's willingness to exert effort in certain behaviours. Attitude explains a person's favourable or unfavourable assessment regarding the behaviour in question. A favourable or unfavourable attitude directly influences the strength of the behaviour and beliefs regarding the likely outcome.
Notice that the three elements satisfaction, perceived quality and intrinsic motivation are strongly linked by the intrinsic interactive nature of the service. The perceived quality can be revealed through a number of components such as quality of services and information, comfort and trust in the instrument. In accordance with these aims, we formulate a series of research hypotheses (H) to be tested by means of our online technology acceptance model:
The quality level of the banking service and information service has a positive impact on the satisfaction level.  H2: The perceived comfort perception has a positive impact on the satisfaction level.  H3: Trust in the e-banking instruments positively influences the satisfaction level. Furthermore, if we believe that ease of use (user friendliness) has a positive impact on the level of service and client satisfaction, we can assume:  H4: The easier the e-banking instruments usage is, the higher the satisfaction level.  H5: The easier the e-banking utilization is perceived to be, the higher the quality of services and information.  H6: There exists a positive trade-off between quality of services and information gathering. The net, thanks to its interactive nature, induces explorative behaviour in the e-banking services. This intrinsic motivation [54] easily induces the flow-state (a pleasant activity produces a "friendly" usage of the web instrument and increases the user's inclination to repeat the experience). Then, we can hypothesize the following:  H7: The intrinsic motivation to use e-banking services is related to the flow [55, 56] .  H8: The flow perception is positively related to the level of interest. Furthermore, we wish to establish whether the satisfaction level is positively related to the flow and that the latter is influenced by the quality of service and information [56] [57] [58] [59] . Therefore, we presume that:  H9: A higher flow perception leads to a higher level of satisfaction.  H10: A higher quality of service and information has a positive impact on the flow state.
The proposed ten research hypotheses are linked by causality relationships modelled as illustrated in the flow chart design in Fig. 1 . 4. An application to the Italian case
The model depicted in Figure 1 was tested on a panel of 495 e-banking users. The private bank helped to email invitation letters to its users with a message explaining the need to understand their (the users') experience in their initial adoption of online banking services. The invitation letter also linked to a website where users could fill out an online questionnaire.
To encourage participation, incentives of the latest models of mobile phones and MP3 players were offered as lucky draw prizes. To reduce the possibility of a respondent participating in the survey more than once, each respondent was required to provide his/her mobile phone number in the survey. Later, duplicate mobile phone numbers were used to filter out multiple responses from the same respondent. Users were free to participate at their own discretion and the survey was in anonymous form. This online survey, which yielded 564 responses, was conducted over three months, with incomplete responses and missing values deleted, resulting in a sample size of 495 users with an overall response rate of 87%. The first part of the survey concerns basic information about respondents' characteristics, including gender, age, education, occupation, and experience in using online banking.
Sample demographics are depicted in Table 1 . 65.5% percent of the respondents were male and the remaining 35.5% were female. The majority of respondents (77.3%) were over 30 years old. 21.8% of the respondents were pure online users, while 78.2% used a conventional bank with e-banking services. Finally, 46.4% of respondents had graduated from high school and 53.6% had a university degree. The second part of the questionnaire was developed based on the constructs of our model.
Each respondent was asked to provide answers to each question in the form of a response on a multi-dimensional Likert scale from one to six. Likert scaling is a bipolar scaling method, measuring either positive or negative response to a statement. Level of agreement or disagreement is then measured. A pair-point scale is used. This is a forced-choice method since the middle option of "neither agree nor disagree" is not available. We wanted people to think before answering the questions and therefore we eliminated the "middle" response equivalent to "I don't know".
The following interpretation of the numerical values was provided to the respondents: Before conducting the main survey, we performed a pretest to validate the instrument.
The pre-test involved 15 respondents with more than three years experience using online banking.
Respondents were asked to comment on the length of the instrument, the format, and the wording of the scales. Therefore, the instrument has confirmed content validity.
Data set
The main indicators of the date on the socioeconomic nature of our marker sample are reported in Table 1 . The sample is composed of skilled users with experience of several years and with a frequency of use of more than once a week. We further distinguish heavy users (daily frequency usage) and normal users (weekly frequency). With reference to our sample, the main results on the frequency of usage and the relative banking operations are respectively reported in Table 2 and Figure 2 below. Figure 2 . Lines of usage.
Measurement
The statistical analysis was conducted using standard SPSS software. The questionnaire contained multiple measurement items related to each construct explained in the previous section. The results of the reliability tests are reported below. In an attempt to avoid causal ambiguity, various statistical instruments have been used.
It should be noted that the concept of causal ambiguity here refers to the poor understanding of the idiosyncratic features of the new environment in which the new technology will be used. Reliability is of great importance when summed scales are used as predictor components.
Since summed scales are an assembly of interrelated items designed to measure underlying constructs, it is important to understand whether the same set of items would elicit the same responses if the same questions were recast and re-administered to the same respondents. The internal reliability of each construct was analysed by means of Cronbach's alpha index, which indicates the reliability of factors extracted from the multi-point scale; the higher the score (between 0 and 1), the more reliable the item. The next step is to perform an exploratory factor analysis, in order to test the validity of the five constructs outlined above. Finally, armed with the background knowledge provided by the reliability measure and the exploratory factor analysis, the statistical hypotheses are then tested by means of a standard regression analysis.
Reliability assessment
As stated above, the internal reliability [54] of each construct is analysed by means of the Cronbach's alpha index. The Cronbach's alpha increases when the correlation between the items increases.
The complete set of results can be seen in Table 3 below. Three of the items were dropped as they were found not to be significant. The remaining Cronbach's alpha coefficients had significant values with scores of greater than or equal to 0.7, the recommended lower bound reported in the scientific literature (see [60] for details).
Average values were achieved by Trust (0.77), Flow (0.76), and Perceived ease of use (0.75). Lower, but acceptable, values were achieved by Quality in products and information (0.71) and Comfort (0.70). (5.79 ). We can deduce that time-saving and comfort predominates over the other factors and that security factors are also appreciated. The relatively high scores in the remaining factors show that the encountered difficulties are considered non-heavy by users, and that sufficient satisfaction levels in the use of the e-banking instruments are reached. We can therefore conclude that users do not limit themselves to a passive use of the web services, but assume an explorative behaviour with respect to the online banking offer.
Validity of the constructs
In order to assess whether our constructs are distinct and well-posed, a factorial validity analysis was performed. In particular, a principal component analysis using Varimax Oblique Rotation with Kaiser Normalization was performed on the 14 items. Rotation converged in seven iterations. Data were pooled across the items for a total of 500 observations. It may be observed in the results shown in Table 3 that each item loads on a distinct factor. This is why only the first eight factorial components are fully reported in Table 4 .
To complete the study, the two components connected with Eigen values smaller than one (which explain more than then 72.5% of the total data) were considered. Overall, the factorial analysis supports the model structure and the hypothesized constructs. Therefore, a one-to-one correspondence map between statistical factors and research hypotheses can be constructed. The factors, shown in Table 5 , are ranked in order of significance, thus demonstrating the accuracy of the conjectures. The number of principal components exactly coincides with the number of constructs. With reference to Table 5 , it can be observed that the second component corresponds to items 21, 22 and 23 whereas the fourth component relates to items 5 and 9. Furthermore, items 8 and 20 are clustered around the sixth component; 7 and 12 around the seventh, and 10 and 11 around the eighth.
In addition, in the first component we can observe variables associated to items 2, 4, 19.
As far as the third component is concerned, we can observe that the variables associated to items 14, 15, 16, and 17 are highly correlated, whereas the factor related to item 13 does not allow a net separation from the fifth component (loads of 0.348 and 0.400 respectively). 
The model presented in Section 2 considered as major factors influencing the e-banking usage the ease of use and the perceived quality. The quality of service has been evaluated exploring three parameters: quality of service and information, comfort and trust. We further investigated the existence of explorative behaviours generally characterized by flow. Finally, we assumed that people heavily involved in e-banking usage believe that this instrument is interesting.
We are now ready to confirm our assumptions by means of a regression analysis. Assuming a linear relationship between each couple of constructs, we presume as independent the variable associated to the exiting arrow and as dependent the variable associated to the entering arrow.
Notice in Table 6 that almost all of the coefficients are significant, which therefore confirms the research hypotheses, even though in some cases we arrive at the lower bound of acceptability. This is particularly striking for the H9 hypothesis (the incidence of flow on the level of satisfaction) where the corrected R 2 is close to zero (0.015) and there is a p-value larger than 0.001.
We can therefore conclude that the satisfaction level is caused by the intrinsic quality of the service, whereas the interactive experience given by the flow does not make any relevant contribution. 
Implications of the study
The results of this study highlight some important issues related to customer attitudes towards online banking. First, although both perceived quality and ease of use have a significant influence on satisfaction, this study reveals that the first is a more influential factor, implying that controlling the quality of online banking is more important than providing benefits through ease of use. This finding is particularly important for managers as they decide how to allocate resources to retain and expand their current customer base. However, building an online transaction environment perceived as good quality is much more difficult than providing one that is perceived as easy to use, because the latter characteristic can heavily depend on the confidence users have with ICT instruments and the Internet. Therefore, online banking companies need to search for quality improvement strategies that might assist in inspiring high confidence and satisfaction in customers. This approach is likely to ensure a stable theory development. Hence, the proposed model makes an important contribution to the emerging literature on e-commerce, especially with regard to online banking.
In terms of theory building, this study attempts to develop a new theory by establishing a new significant and important variable for online banking: satisfaction.
The empirical results show that quality of service and perceived ease of use have significant effects on satisfaction in using online banking. Therefore, both these factors have significant effects on the intention to use the online banking as a daily instrument for banking operations. According to the risk theory of consumer behaviour [61] , Bauer indicated that benefits deriving from satisfaction are often accompanied by risks; in terms of future research, it would be interesting to investigate the casual relationship between these two elements.
Results and conclusions
This paper aims to develop a behavioural model to predict and explain customers' intentions with regard to adopting online banking.
In order to reach our goal we analysed the available ebanking services in Italy and examined the complex relationships among the different market players (pure and hybrid online banks, passive and proactive users). We considered a panel of active users, defined as those accessing on-line services at least once every two weeks. We further distinguished heavy users (with an access of at least once every 1-3 days) and normal users (with an access of at least once every 1-2 weeks). Heavy users turned out to be younger (21-30 years old) than normal users (50-63 years old). Heavy users utilize Internet services more intensively and are more accustomed to the virtual bank. Older people use online services less intensively, seeing them as a complementary channel of conventional usage.
We investigated the quality of the available services in the fundamental three dimensions: intrinsic quality of services and information, comfort and trust in the instrument.
On this basis we formulated ten different research hypotheses.
For each construct we made use of 2-6 items whose correctness was verified through a Reliability Assessment (computation of Cronbach's alpha coefficients applied to the replies). The validity of the constructs had been further confirmed by a factorial analysis.
Finally, the interdependence relations have been investigated by means of a linear regression analysis.
Our aim was to provide a more comprehensive investigation covering both the positive and negative aspects of online banking. The results show that the proposed model has good explanatory power and confirms its robustness in predicting customers' intentions to use such services.
From a practical point of view we can state that the ebanking service is in an affirmative phase. In particular, the passage from an informative, monitoring use of such instruments towards a transaction operative use has been evidenced. Italian users have a high level of satisfaction and trust in online banking; they also declare themselves confident with the instrument.
